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POINT-OF-TRANSACTION MACHINE WITH 
IMPROVED VERSATILITY AND RELATED METHOD 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATIONS 
[0001] This application is a continuation-in-part of U.S. Patent Application 
Serial No. 10/340,065 filed January 10, 2003 entitled "Point-of-Transaction Machine 
With Improved Versatility and Related Method", which claimed claims the benefit of 
U.S. Provisional Patent Application Serial No. 60/349,817, filed January 17, 2002. 

INTRODUCTION 

[0002] The present invention generally pertains to systems and methods for 
conducting sales transactions in a manner that permits a consumer to fund the 
sales transaction using various accounts, such as banking, checking, money 
market, credit and securities. 

[0003] Sales transactions are typically funded with cash, negotiable 
instruments or equivalents thereof (e.g., checks, debit cards), or credit in a 
manner that has changed little over the past fifty years from the consumer's 
perspective. Modern consumers, however, are much more financially diverse 
than the consumers of even 20 years ago and as such, the conventional methods 
of funding a sales transaction can be relatively inconvenient. In this regard, 
modern consumers will typically have to juggle funds between accounts, a 
securities or money market account and a checking account, for example, in 
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advance of the sales transaction. Frequently, the accounts are not maintained at 
the same institution and as such, there are delays in the time between the 
withdrawal or removal of funds from one account and the deposit of those funds 
into a different account. While electronic fund transfers have improved this 
situation, there nonetheless remains a delay of at least one business day. 
[0004] Accordingly, there remains a need in the art for an improved 
system and method for conducting a sales transaction that permits a consumer 
to access all aspects of one's finances to withdraw funds (i.e., cash or a cash 
equivalent or substitute) from an account and transfer those funds to 
consummate a sales transaction. 

SUMMARY 

[0005] In one form, the present teachings provide a method that includes: 
providing a universal account card having a memory, the memory storing a 
plurality of account identifiers, each account identifier being associated with an 
account which may be debited to fund a sales transaction, at least one of the 
account identifiers being associated with a securities account; reading the account 
identifiers from the universal account card; selecting one of the accounts to fund 
the sales transaction; and debiting the one account to obtain proceeds to fund the 
sales transaction. 
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[0006] In another form, the present teachings provide method that includes: 
providing a universal account card having a memory, the memory storing a 
plurality of account identifiers, each account identifier being associated with an 
account which may be debited to fund a sales transaction, each account identifier 
being associate with a financial institution, a non-financial institution or a cash 
account, at least one of the account identifiers being associated with a securities 
account at a non-financial institution; reading the account identifiers from the 
universal account card; selecting one of the accounts to fund the sales transaction; 
withdrawing funds from the one account; and transferring at least a portion of the 
withdrawn funds to a seller account to at least partially consummate the sales 
transaction. 

[0007] Further areas of applicability of the present invention will become 
apparent from the detailed description provided hereinafter. It should be 
understood that the detailed description and specific examples, while indicating 
the preferred embodiment of the invention, are intended for purposes of 
illustration only and are not intended to limit the scope of the invention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0008] Additional advantages and features of the present invention will 
become apparent from the subsequent description and the appended claims, 
taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings, wherein: 
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[0009] Figure 1 is a simplified front view of an automated teller-type 
machine constructed in accordance with the teachings of the present invention; 
[0010] Figure 2 is an enlarged and simplified front view of the touch 
responsive screen of the automated teller-type machine of Figure 1; 
[0011] Figure 3 is a schematic view of a first financial network constructed in 
accordance with the teachings of the present invention; 

[0012] Figure 4 is a schematic view of a second financial network 
constructed in accordance with the teachings of the present invention; 
[0013] Figure 5 is a schematic illustration of a prior art system for 
conducting sales transactions with a credit card; and 

[0014] Figure 6 is a schematic illustration of a payment system for 
conducting sale transactions constructed in accordance with the teachings of the 
present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE VARIOUS EMBODIMENTS 
[0015] With general reference to Figures 1 and 2 of the drawings, a point- 
of-transaction machine constructed in accordance with the teachings of a preferred 
embodiment of the present invention is illustrated and generally identified at 
reference element 10. The teachings of the present invention are shown 
incorporated into an exemplary embodiment. However, those skilled in the art will 
readily appreciate after reading the remainder of this detailed description that the 
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teachings of the subject invention are not so limited. In this regard, arrangements 
other than that shown in the drawings will be understood to fall within the scope of 
the present invention. 

[0016] The point-of-transaction machine 10 of the present invention is an 
automated teller-type machine that can be publicly located for the convenience of 
the customers. It is anticipated that the point-of-transaction machine 10 will be 
made available in much the same way that conventional ATMs are made available. 
In this manner, the point-of-transaction machine 10 can be accessible any day, at 
any time. 

[0017] The point-of-transaction machine 10 is illustrated to generally include 
a touch responsive screen 12, a card reading device 14, a numerical keypad 16, 
and a dispensing mechanism 18 for dispensing cash and receipts 18. The point-of- 
transaction machine 10 is additionally illustrated to generally include a deposit 
mechanism 20 that permits the user/customer to deposit cash, checks and 
executed documents and a deposit envelope holder 22. In the preferred 
embodiment, the point-of-transaction machine 10 is further illustrated to generally 
include a keyboard 24, a shelf 26 for the placement of purses, daytimers, 
briefcases and the like, and an arcuate surround 28 that contributes to a modern 
appearance of the point-of-transaction machine and increases user privacy. 
[0018] With particular reference to Figure 2, an initial screen of the touch 
responsive screen 12 of the point-of-transaction machine 10 is illustrated. The 



-5- 



HD&P Ref. 7581-000005/CPB 



initial screen greets the particular user in response to insertion of a readable card 
(not shown), such as a magnetically readable card, and provides various options 
for financial transactions. In one particular application, the readable card is coded 
so as to generate a specific user screen that only includes options authorized for 
use by the customer. The readable card is preferably a card specifically designated 
for use with the point-of-transaction machine. Alternatively, it may be desired in 
certain applications to allow the user/customer to access the point of sale machine 
10 with an authorized credit card. 

[0019] In the application illustrated, the screen allows the user to select 
from the following types of financial transactions: banking A, credit union B, direct 
mutual fund C, credit card D, mortgage company E, brokerage house F, or other G. 
The other G options may include bill paying to designed service providers (e.g., 
utilities). While not illustrated, the point-of-transaction machine will also preferably 
allow a user to check stock quotations. Services fees for stock quotations can be 
done on a per quote basis or on a monthly or annual subscription basis. In some 
applications, the point-of-transaction machine 10 is further able to transmit e-mail 
messages. 

[0020] With reference to Figure 3, a financial network constructed in 
accordance with the teachings of the present invention is generally indicated by 
reference numeral 50a. The financial network 50a of this example is illustrated as 
including one or more optional legacy ATMs 52, a financial institution network 54, 
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one or more independent financial service servers 56, a point-of-transaction 
machine 10a and a financial services application server 58. 
[0021] The legacy ATMs 52 are conventional in their construction and 
operation and are sufficiently well known in the art so as not to require a detailed 
discussion of their construction and operation. Briefly, the legacy ATMs 52 are 
coupled to the financial institution network 54 and permit users of the legacy ATMs 
52 to conduct financial transactions (e.g., deposits, withdrawals and balance 
inquiries, hereinafter referred to as "banking transactions") from an account at a 
particular financial institution. Those skilled in the art will appreciate that various 
financial institution networks may be coupled to one another to thereby permit the 
user of the legacy ATM 52 to access their financial institution through the legacy 
ATM of another financial institution. In the example provided, the legacy ATMs 52 
and the financial institution network 54 communicate via a Systems Network 
Architecture/Synchronous Data Link Control (SNA/SDLC) protocol using a suitable 
messaging protocol, such as the Diebold 912 messaging protocol. 
[0022] The independent financial service servers 56 are likewise 
conventional and sufficiently well known so as not to require a detailed discussion 
of their construction and operation. Briefly, each independent financial service 
server 56 is associated with a particular financial sen/ice provider that may, for 
example, provide brokerage, mortgage, utility and/or credit card servicing services. 
In the particular example provided, the independent financial servers 56 include a 
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brokerage server 56a, a mortgage server 56b, a utility server 56c and a credit card 
servicer server 56d. The brokerage server 56a is operated by a particular 
brokerage house, such as E*Trade, Quick & Reilly and Charles Schwab, and 
enables a customer to conduct brokerage transactions through the brokerage 
house. The mortgage server 56b, utility server 56c and credit card servicer server 
56d are likewise operated by a particular mortgage broker, utility and credit card 
servicer, respectively, and enable a customer to conduct transactions relating to 
mortgages, utilities and credit card accounts, respectively, through the mortgage 
broker, utility and credit card servicer, respectively. Financial transactions 
conducted through the independent financial service servers 56 are hereinafter 
referred to as "non-banking transactions". The financial network 50a is illustrated 
as including a set of independent financial service servers 56, each of whom 
provides a distinct set of financial services. Those skilled in the art will appreciate, 
however, that the financial network 50a may be configured with a set of 
independent financial service servers 56 with several of such servers providing 
competing services. For example, the financial network 50a may be coupled to 
several brokerage servers 56a to thereby permit the customer to choose amongst 
several brokerage houses for carrying out a particular brokerage transaction. 
Those skilled in the art will also appreciate that the set of independent financial 
service servers 56 may additionally include one or more discrete (i.e., competing) 
financial institution networks that are similar to the financial institution network 54 
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to thereby permit a customer to remotely conduct financial transactions at another 
financial institution. 

[0023] The customer is typically identified by a financial service provider 
through a user identification and password, each of which being typically composed 
of 5 to 15 alpha-numeric characters. In some instances, the financial service 
provider may provide Internet access to their independent financial service server 
56 to permit a customer to remotely access their accounts. In such situations, the 
user identification and password are ordinarily input by the customer via an alpha- 
numeric keyboard device at a computer terminal 64, which may be a personal 
computer, for example. 

[0024] Communications between the independent financial service server 56 
and the computer terminal 64 preferably utilize conventional and well known 
protocols, such as TCP/IP, which dictate the manner in which data is transmitted 
between the independent financial service server 56 and the computer terminal, as 
well as a conventional and well known languages, which dictate the structure of the 
data that is transmitted between the independent financial service server 56 and 
the computer terminal. Data may be transmitted, for example, using Hyper Text 
Markup Language (HTML), which leaves the visual details (appearance) of the 
document to the end-user software, such as an Internet Browser program. 
[0025] The point-of-transaction machine 10a and the financial services 
application server 58 cooperate to provide a means by which both traditional ATM 
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services and independent financial services may be provided in a relatively secure 
manner at a single publicly accessible terminal. More specifically, the point-of- 
transaction machine 10a and the financial services application server 58 cooperate 
to control transaction routing, perform cardholder verification and PIN processing, 
and provide transaction integrity management, electronic security, device 
monitoring, external communications protocols and node interfaces and exchanges. 
[0026] The financial services application server 58 is coupled to the 
independent financial service servers 56 over a private frame relay 68 and is 
operable for sending data to and receiving data from the independent financial 
service servers 56 on an as needed basis. In the particular embodiment provided, 
the financial services application server 58 will be understood as employing TCP/IP 
protocol and HTML for communicating with the financial service servers 56. 
[0027] The point-of-transaction machine 10a is generally similar to the point- 
of-transaction machine 10 and as such, will not be discussed in significant detail 
other than to note that it includes hardware, including at least one computer 70, 
and software that permit the computer 70 to communicate with the financial 
institution network 54 in the manner (i.e., protocol and language) of the legacy 
ATMs 52, as well as with the financial services application server 58. In the 
particular example provided, the computer 70 communicates with the financial 
institution network 54 via the protocol and language that is utilized by the legacy 
ATMs 52 (e.g., with SNA/SDLC protocol and Diebold 912 messaging). Also in the 
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particular embodiment provided, the computer 70 communicates with the financial 
services application server 58 via the private frame relay 68 using the TCP/IP 
protocol and HTML. More specifically, the computer 70 includes a network 
interface card (not shown) that permits the browser software running on the 
computer 70 to initiate an Uniform Resource Locator (URL) request when the 
customer desires to conduct a transaction with a particular financial services 
provider. In one alternative approach, the computer 70 may be configured to 
communicate with both the financial institution network 54 and the financial 
services application server 58 utilizing the protocol and language that is utilized by 
the legacy ATMs 52. In this latter approach, the financial services application 
server 58 must adapt the HTML data received from the independent financial 
sen/ice servers 56 to conform to the data structure and format of the legacy ATMs 
52. 

[0028] Those of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate, however, that 
regardless of the approach taken, each and every financial service provider (i.e., 
each independent financial service server 56) will either need to employ a 
standardized data interface or that the financial services application server 58 will 
need to "massage" the data received from each of the independent financial 
service servers 56 so that the data conforms to a predefined standard that may be 
transmitted directly to the point-of-transaction machine 10a or alternatively 
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converted to a protocol and language of the type that is utilized by the legacy 
ATMs 52. 

[0029] Also alternatively, the financial services application server 58 may 
function solely as an intermediary that passes data between the independent 
financial service servers 56 and the point-of-transaction machine 10a. This 
configuration has the advantage over the above-described variations of providing 
the customer with screens for accessing accounts and conducting transactions at 
such financial services providers that are identical to those that they would 
otherwise access remotely via a computer terminal 64 as described above. 
[0030] In operation, a customer preferably accesses the point-of-transaction 
machine 10a by inputting (e.g., swiping) a readable card 80 (e.g., a magnetically 
readable card) through the card reading device 14 and inputting a PIN to provide 
access to all of the types of financial transactions that are available through the 
point-of-transaction machine 10a. Configuration in this manner avoids the burden 
of redundant authentication. Alternatively, the keyboard 24 and/or the touch 
responsive screen 12 may be utilized to manually input the customer's password 
and user identification in the event that the customer desires to access one or more 
of the independent financial service servers 56. 

[0031] The point-of-transaction machine 10a may be configured to utilize 
any desired type of readable card, and as such, the readable card 80 may be of a 
relatively simple type that only includes a magnetic strip that contains account 
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number data, for example. Additionally or alternatively, the point-of-transaction 
machine 10a may be configured to read other types of readable cards, such as 
those having micro-chips which will be referred to hereinafter as Universal Account 
Cards (UAC). Such UACs are able to store information, including the balance, of 
various accounts that are established for the convenience of the customer. One 
account may be utilized for payment of mass transit or for products purchased 
from vending machines, for example, wherein funds are prepaid into the account 
by the user and thereafter the account is electronically debited when the UAC (i.e., 
the account) is utilized to purchase services or products. Accordingly, the point-of- 
transaction machine 10a may be utilized to review the balance of such accounts 
and electronically deposit funds or withdraw funds from such accounts. As such 
financial transactions are not traditional "banking transactions", they will be 
considered herein as "non-banking transactions". 

[0032] As those skilled in the art will appreciate, any means may be 
employed for correlating the readable card 80, the PIN and a customer's various 
user identification and password codes. In the example provided, the financial 
services application server 58 includes a user identification/password database that 
is accessible when the readable card 80 is swiped, the corresponding PIN is input 
and financial services other than those that are available through the financial 
institution network 54 are requested by the customer at the point-of-transaction 
machine 10a. Verification of the PIN number (i.e., correlation of the readable card 
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80 to the PIN number) preferably occurs through the financial services application 
server 58 but may alternatively occur through the financial institution network 54 
and relayed to the financial services application server 58 via the point-of- 
transaction machine 10a. 

[0033] Alternatively, the financial institution network 54 may include a user 
identification/password database that is accessible when the readable card 80 is 
swiped and the corresponding PIN is input and verified through the financial 
institution network 54. When financial services other that those that are available 
through the financial institution network 54 are requested by the customer at the 
point-of-transaction machine 10a, the user identification and password codes are 
transmitted to the financial services application server 58 via the point-of- 
transaction machine 10a. 

[0034] With reference to Figure 4, a second financial network constructed in 
accordance with the teachings of the present invention is generally indicated by 
reference numeral 50b. The financial network 50b of this example is generally 
similar to the financial network 50a, except that a) it does not include legacy ATMs; 
b) a point-of-transaction machine 10b has been substituted for the point-of- 
transaction machine 10a; and c) the financial services application server 58a is 
coupied to both the independent financial service servers 56 and the financial 
institution network 54. The point-of-transaction machine 10b is identical to the 
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point-of-transaction machine 10a except that it is configured to exclusively 
communicate with the financial services application server 58. 
[0035] As noted above, the financial services application server 58 is 
employed to access both the independent financial service servers 56 and the 
financial institution network 54. The financial services application server 58 
preferably communicates with the independent financial service servers 56, the 
financial institution network 54 and the point-of-transaction machine 10b utilizing 
Internet protocols and languages (e.g., TCP/IP and HTML) but may alternatively 
employ Internet protocols and languages to communicate with the independent 
financial service servers 56, another protocol and language to communicate with 
the financial institution network 54 and either of these protocol and language 
combinations to communicate with the point-of-transaction machine 10b. 
[0036] With reference to Figure 5, a system for conducting credit card 
transactions is designated by reference numeral 200. The system 200 includes a 
processor 210 and a processing terminal 212, which may communicate with the 
processor 210 through any conventional means, including a phone line. The 
processing terminal 212 may be employed by a retailer R' and may be coupled to 
a cash register CR' to facilitate the transmission of data therebetween. 
[0037] In one common type of retail transaction involving a credit card, a 
cashier C and a consumer CU' may interact through the cash register CR' and 
the processing terminal 212. The cash register CR' may upload information, 
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which may include a transaction amount, to the processing terminal 212, while 
the processing terminal 212 may receive one or more inputs from the consumer 
CU', such as a credit card account, which may be input through an appropriate 
means, such as the swiping of a magnetic strip. 

[0038] The processing terminal 212 communicates with the processor 210 
to authorize a transaction. More specifically, the processing terminal 212 
communicates a set of data, which may comprise a credit card account and a 
transaction amount, to the processor 210. The processor 210 may verify a 
status and credit capacity of the credit card account and selectively generate an 
approval (or denial) of the transaction based on the account status, credit 
capacity and transaction amount. An approval (or denial) of the transaction may 
be communicated to the processing terminal 212 to permit the retailer R' to 
complete the transaction with the consumer CU'. 

[0039] In situations where the processor 210 approves a transaction, 
funds generated by the transaction are not immediately available to the retailer 
R'. In this regard, the processor 210 logs the approved transaction in a batch 
214 until the occurrence of a predetermined event, such as the end of a business 
day. Upon the occurrence of the predetermined event, the processor 210 
releases the approved transactions from the batch 214 and each approved 
transaction is routed to an associated credit provider 216 who in turn routes 
funds to the account 218 at the financial institution 220 of the retailer R' where 
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they are available to the retailer R' for withdrawal. For its role in the process, 
the processor 210 levies a fee on the retailer R', typically on the order of about 
$0.20 to about $0.25, for each transaction that is authorized. 
[0040] With reference to Figure 6, a system for conducting transactions 
constructed in accordance with the teachings of the present invention is 
generally indicated by reference numeral 300. The system 300 may include a 
universal account card 302, a plurality of terminals 304 and a network 306 that 
cooperate to permit a user to pay for a consumer transaction using funds or 
credit from virtually any aspect of one's finances. The universal account card 
302, which may be about the size of a conventional credit card, includes a 
memory 310 that facilitates the storage of information, such as various account 
identifiers and security features. The memory 310 may be any appropriate type 
of memory that permits the universal account card 302 to be updated on a 
periodic basis to add, delete or modify account information associated with one 
or more of the account identifiers 320. The account identifier may be a coded or 
random sequence of characters that may be de-coded by the network 306 for 
improved security or may include a routing number, which associates the 
account identifier with a particular account provider 330, and an account number 
and optionally, a three or four digit code of the type that is typically listed on the 
reverse of a credit card. 
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[0041] The terminals 304 may comprise one or more sales terminals 304r 
and/or one or more home terminals 304h. The sales terminals 304r may be 
configured to communicate with a controller 350 that may be associated with a 
cash register CR or a vending machine V, for example. In this regard, the sales 
terminal 304r and the controller 350 communicate with one another to permit 
the transaction amount to be transmitted to the sales terminal 304r and an 
approval to be transmitted from the sales terminal 304r to the controller 350. In 
response to the receipt of an approval from the sales terminal 304r, the 
controller may be operable for generating a receipt and/or for further facilitating 
the transaction, which may consist of activating the vending machine V to 
dispense a selected article. Those of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate that 
although the controller 350 has been discussed in association with a vending 
machine V for dispensing purchased articles, the invention in its broader aspects, 
may be used to facilitate the purchase goods, services, etc. through other 
devices, including parking meters, pay telephones, toll booths, tickets for 
amusement parks and movie theatres, etc. 

[0042] Each sales terminal 304r may be operable for communicating 
transactional information, such as an account identifier and a transaction 
amount, to the network 306 and may include a means for reading information 
stored on the universal account card 302, such as a reader 360, an input means 
362, such as a keyboard or keypad, and a display means 364 for displaying 
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information, such as an LCD screen. The input means 362 and the display 
means 364 may be discrete devices, such as a keypad and an LCD monitor, 
respectively, or may be combined with one another in the form of a touch- 
responsive screen for example. The input means 362 may be employed as one 
means for verifying an identity of the user of the universal account card 302. For 
example, a keypad or touch responsive screen may be employed by the user of 
the universal account card 302 to manually input PIN or password. Additionally 
or alternatively, a biometric device (e.g., retina or finger print scan, face or voice 
recognition) or an identifier, such as an RF chip, that may be embedded into a 
key fob, an article of jewelry (e.g., a ring), or the user themselves, may be 
employed to verify that the use of the universal account card 302 is authorized. 
[0043] The home terminals 304h may be coupled to a personal computer 
370 and may include a card reader 360h that permits the information on the 
universal account card 302 to be read. The home terminals 304h may be 
configured to communicate directly with the network 306 as will be described 
below, or may be configured to transmit the account identifier information over 
the Internet to a secure sales server 380, which in turn relays the information to 
the network 306. In the former case, the home terminal 304h may also be 
employed to modify (e.g., add, delete and/or change) the information that is 
stored on the universal account card 302. 
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[0044] The network 306 may be configured to communicate with the 
terminals 304, one or more participating independent financial service servers 56 
and optionally to one or more financial services application servers 58 and/or to 
one or more credit card servicer servers 56d. Communication with the network 
306 may be made through any appropriate means, such as a VPN (virtual private 
network). 

[0045] As a non-limiting example of the capabilities and operation of the 
system 300, the universal account card 302 shown in use in a sales setting. In 
the example provided, the terminal 304 is coupled to a cash register CR and 
receives a transaction amount therefrom. The consumer CU employs the 
terminal 304 to activate the universal account card 302, which may entail the 
loading of the universal account card 302 into the card reader followed by the 
verification of the user's identity/authority to use the universal account card. In 
the example provided, the user's identity and authority to use the universal 
account card 302 is verified through the input of a PIN. Additionally, the 
universal account card 302 may include a security code and/or another security 
device that may be employed to designate that the universal account card 302 
has been manufactured and/or distributed in an appropriate manner. If the 
additional security code and/or device is missing from a card, the terminal 304 
may be configured so as to halt the transaction and alert the retailer R or 
another person that the card has not been obtained from an appropriate issuer. 
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[0046] When the user's identity and/or authority to use the universal 
account card 302 has been established, the display means 364 of the terminal 
304 may display icons and/or information related to each of the account 
identifiers that are stored on the universal account card 302. The icons and/or 
information that is displayed may be taken from the memory of the universal 
account card 302 either directly, indirectly (e.g., one or more of the account 
identifiers may be transmitted from the terminal 304 to the network 306 and 
thereafter the network 306 transmits the icon and/or information for a given 
account identifier to the terminal 304 for display on the display means 364), or a 
combination of both directly and indirectly. The user may employ the input 
means 362 to select one of the account identifiers to conduct a transaction. 
[0047] When an account identifier has been selected by the user, the 
terminal 304 may communicate the selection to the network 306 and the 
network 306 may contact an associated server (e.g., an independent financial 
services server 56, a financial services application server 58 or a credit card 
servicer server 56d). Account information, such as the balance of the account, 
may be transmitted from the associated server through the network 306 and to 
the terminal 304 where it may be viewed by the user on the display means 364. 
A prompt may also be displayed on the display means 364 asking the user to 
initiate the transaction. The prompt may require the user to respond by pressing 
a key (e.g., a "Y" or "YES" key) or to input a security code (e.g., a PIN number 
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or another predetermined code). In situations where the associated server is a 
credit card servicer server 56d, the terminal 304 may only provide the prompt. 
The proceeds of the transaction are routed through the network 306 to a retailer 
account 390 at the retailer's R the financial institution 392. Accordingly, 
transactions are posted to the retailer account 390 of a retailer R in or near real 
time, rather than batch processed. 

[0048] The operator of the network 306 may levy a fee for a use of the 
network 306. For example, the operator of the network 306 may lay levy or 
charge a per transaction fee, which may be on the order of about $0.05 or less, 
that may be charged to the retailer R or to the consumer CU. If the consumer 
CU is directly charged, the network 306 may be configured to automatically draw 
the per-transaction fee from the account of the consumer CU. Additionally or 
alternatively, the retailer R and/or the account provider (i.e., the financial 
institution, broker, etc. where the account is maintained) may charge the 
consumer CU a per-transaction fee that may be collected via the network 306. 
[0049] To populate a universal account card 302 (i.e., load the memory 
310 of a universal account card 302), a read/write device 400 may be employed 
by the issuer of the universal account card 302 or in a user-accessible device, 
such as a personal computer 370 or a point-of-transaction machine 10. For 
purposes of discussion, the issuer of a universal account card 302 is a person, 
business or organization that distributes universal account cards 302 to 
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consumers, in either a "blank" format or loaded with one or more account 
identifiers. Information to be stored in the memory 310 of the universal account 
card 302 may be input in any appropriate manner, such as by manual data entry, 
bar code scanning, the swiping of a magnetic stripe from a card, such as a credit 
card, or the transfer of information between electronic databases. 
[0050] Bar code scanning may entail the use of a bar code scanner 410 
that is employed to scan account information 412, which may comprise a routing 
number and an account number, from a statement 414 or other document that 
has been provided by a financial institution, a lender, a credit card provider, a 
securities broker, etc. Where the account identifier is configured to include a 
routing number and an account number, the information that is scanned by the 
bar code scanner 410 may be transmitted to the read/write device 400 and 
written to the memory 310 of the universal account card 302. Where the 
account identifier is configured with a coded or random sequence of characters, 
the information that is scanned by the bar code scanner 410 may be transmitted 
to the network 306, which correlates the sequence of characters to a routing 
number and account number and transmits the account identifier to the 
read/write device 400 where it may be written to the memory 310 of the 
universal account card 302. 

[0051] The card reader 360 (or a dedicated magnetic stripe reader that is 
coupled to the terminal 304 or point-of-transaction machine 10) may be 
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configured to read a conventional magnetic stripe from a card, such as a credit 
card. Account information 412 that is obtained from the magnetic stripe (i.e., 
routing and account numbers in the case of a credit card) may be employed to 
determine an associated account identifier that is stored to the memory 310 of 
the universal account card 302. In situations where the account identifier is 
configured to include a routing number and an account number, the information 
that is scanned from the magnetic stripe may be transmitted to the read/write 
device 400 and written to the memory 310 of the universal account card 302. 
Where the account identifier is configured with a coded or random sequence of 
characters, the information that is scanned from the magnetic stripe may be 
transmitted to the network 306, which correlates the sequence of characters to a 
routing number and account number and transmits the account identifier to the 
read/write device 400 where it may be written to the memory 310 of the 
universal account card 302. Where the terminals 304 and point-of-transaction 
machines 10 have the capability of reading a magnetic stripe, the network 306 
may be used to conduct credit card directions without utilizing a discrete 
processor of the type that is employed in Figure 5. 

[0052] The transfer of information between electronic databases may 
entail the gathering of the user's financial information from one or more third 
parties, such as a credit reporting bureau or directly from each financial 
institution, lender, credit card provider, securities broker, etc. that is to be 
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associated with a given user's universal account card 302. Some interaction 
between the user of the universal account card 302 and the issuer of the 
universal account card 302 may be needed to ensure that the universal account 
card 302 is populated with the account identifiers that are desired by the user. 
In this regard, the interaction may take place in person, or electronically (e.g., 
via the Internet or e-mail), by telephone, by fax, or by mail. 
[0053] While the invention has been described in the specification and 
illustrated in the drawings with reference to various embodiments, it will be 
understood by those skilled in the art that various changes may be made and 
equivalents may be substituted for elements thereof without departing from the 
scope of the invention as defined in the claims. Furthermore, the mixing and 
matching of features, elements and/or functions between various embodiments is 
expressly contemplated herein so that one of ordinary skill in the art would 
appreciate from this disclosure that features, elements and/or functions of one 
embodiment may be incorporated into another embodiment as appropriate, unless 
described otherwise, above. Moreover, many modifications may be made to adapt 
a particular situation or material to the teachings of the invention without departing 
from the essential scope thereof. Therefore, it is intended that the invention not be 
limited to the particular embodiment illustrated by the drawings and described in 
the specification as the best mode presently contemplated for carrying out this 
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invention, but that the invention will include any embodiments falling within the 
foregoing description and the appended claims. 



-26- 



